Primary culture of the rat epididymal epithelial cells as a source of oestrogen.
Studies were performed on the rat epithelial cells of the caput and cauda epididymidis cultured in a full medium enriched with foetal calf serum without or with exogenous testosterone. After 3 days of culture, the cells formed a monolayer. The cytoplasm of epididymal epithelial cells cultured with testosterone was rich in lipid droplets, glycogen and PAS-positive substances, while their content was decreased in the cytoplasm of cells cultured without testosterone. The activity of 3beta-hydroxysteroid dehydrogenase was observed both in the cytoplasm of cultured epididymal epithelial cells and epithelial cells of epididymal sections. Hormone assays showed very low levels of dehydroepiandrosterone, androstenedione and testosterone, and the absence of progesterone in the media of cells cultured without testosterone and higher testosterone concentrations when the cells were cultured with exogenous testosterone. However, the concentration of 17beta-oestradiol found in the medium of cells was high, and exceeded many-fold its levels in the control media. Lentaron (Formestan), steroidal inhibitor of cytochrome P450 aromatase added to the culture decreased the secretion of oestradiol. RT-PCR analysis yielded cDNA products of 333 bp in length when primers were chosen to amplify a highly conserved sequence in the 3' region of the cytochrome P450 aromatase gene. This study demonstrates the ability of epididymal epithelial cells in vitro to synthesize androgens and mRNA for cytochrome P450 aromatase in the cultured epididymal epithelial cells of the rat as well as the ability to aromatise the synthesized androgen to 17beta-oestradiol.